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Focus	  Group	  Summary	  of	  the	  Hmong	  Student	  Association	  	  
	  
Yeng	  Yang	  
San	  Francisco	  State	  University	  
	  
Southeast	  Asian	  Student	  Education	  (K-­12):	  Access,	  Assessment,	  and	  Accountability	  
	  
Many	   participants	   felt	   that	   their	   high	   school	   teachers	   lacked	   the	  motivation	   in	   teaching.	  
Many	  of	   their	  high	   school	   teachers	  did	  not	   follow	  school	   curriculums,	  were	  unorganized,	  
and	  even	  resentful	  against	  some	  participants.	  Because	  of	  that,	  some	  participants	  did	  not	  try	  
to	   establish	   close	   contact	   and/or	   relationship	   with	   their	   teachers	   and	   other	   school	  
personnel.	  The	  participants	  agreed	  that	  having	  more	  inspiring	  teachers	  would	  benefit	  not	  
just	  themselves,	  but	  all	  of	  the	  other	  students.	  	  
	  
The	  participants	  reported	  that	  there	  were	  only	  a	  few	  Hmong	  teachers	  in	  their	  schools.	  At	  
the	  administrator	  level,	  there	  were	  literally	  none.	   	  It	   is	  important	  to	  employ	  more	  Hmong	  
teachers	   and	   administrators,	   as	   they	   can	   relate	  more	   to	   the	   students,	   and	   address	   their	  
needs	  and	   issues	  accordingly.	  One	  recommendation	  they	  noted	  was	   that	  Hmong	  teachers	  
should	   collaborate	  with	   one	   another	   and	   create	   specific	   programs	   that	  would	   target	   the	  
needs	   and	   issues	   of	   Hmong	   students.	   Furthermore,	   because	   of	   the	   incompetence	   of	   the	  
English	   language	   among	   many	   participants’	   parents,	   having	   the	   Hmong	   teachers	   to	  
communicate	  with	  the	  parents	  would	  provide	  an	  opportunity	  for	  the	  parents	  to	  learn	  more	  
about	  their	  children’s	  educational	  performance.	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Many	  of	   the	  participants	  were	   considered	   as	  English	   language	   learners	   (ELL)	   or	   Limited	  
English	  proficient	  (LEP)	  at	  one	  point	  in	  time	  during	  their	  high	  school	  or	  elementary	  years.	  
Some	   participants	   perceived	   that	   one	   of	   their	   struggles	  was	   the	   inability	   to	   speak	   up	   in	  
class.	  A	  few	  participants	  noted	  that	  though	  they	  speak	  English	  to	  each	  other,	  they	  did	  not	  
feel	  it	  was	  sufficient	  enough	  to	  communicate	  with	  the	  teachers	  in	  a	  positive	  manner.	  	  
	  
The	  opportunities	  to	  learn	  about	  Southeast	  Asian	  American	  history	  were	  very	  minimal	  as	  
many	   did	   not	   recall.	   Some	   participants	   reported	   that	   the	   Vietnam	   War	   was	   mentioned	  
briefly	  in	  their	  history	  class	  but	  not	  to	  the	  extent	  where	  it	  covered	  all	  the	  Southeast	  Asian	  
groups	   delicately.	   Furthermore,	   all	   the	   participants	   agreed	   that	   school	   should	   include	  
Southeast	  Asian	  history	  and	  culture	  in	  the	  core	  curriculum.	  As	  one	  student	  said,	  “We’re	  like	  
an	  endangered	  species.”	  
	  
Participants	  perceived	  that	  the	  California	  Exit	  Exam	  was	  within	  their	  knowledge	  as	  many	  
passed	  the	  test.	  However,	  the	  participants	  believed	  that	  the	  end	  of	  year	  state	  test	  was	  not	  a	  
good	  measurement	   of	   their	   academic	   comprehension.	   Some	   participants	   noted	   that	   they	  
did	  not	  understand	  why	  they	  had	  to	  take	  the	  state	  test	  and	  felt	   that	  what	  they	   learned	  at	  
school	  did	  not	  prepare	  them	  for	  these	  tests.	  All	  the	  students	  agreed	  that	  tests	  scores	  should	  
not	  be	  the	  only	  important	  decision	  when	  measuring	  grade	  level	  promotion	  and	  high	  school	  
graduation	  as	  other	  criteria	  should	  be	  factoring	  in	  as	  well.	  
	  
Southeast	  Asian	  Language	  and	  Culture	  Programs	  
	  
The	   participants	   expressed	   concerns	   about	   their	   language	   and	   culture	   in	   a	   melancholy	  
sense	   because	   they	   feel	   that	   their	   language	   and	   culture	   are	   fading.	   Their	   language	   and	  
culture	  is	  of	  great	  importance	  because	  they	  perceive	  that	  keeping	  the	  language	  and	  culture	  
alive	  is	  similar	  as	  having	  a	  strong	  sense	  of	  identity.	  	  
	  
Many	  participants	  noted	  that	   though	  they	  speak	  Hmong	   fluently,	   they	  could	  not	  read	  nor	  
write	   in	   their	   language.	   Moreover,	   there	   were	   no	   Southeast	   Asian	   language	   programs	  
offered	   at	   their	   schools.	   Because	   of	   that,	   they	   would	   like	   to	   have	   specific	   programs	   or	  
activities	  that	  could	  bridge	  them	  between	  their	  language	  and	  culture.	  	  
	  
One	  the	  most	   important	   issue	  that	   the	  participants	  agreed	  on	  was	  that	   if	   they	  speak	  only	  
English	  to	  the	  current	  generation,	  their	  language	  may	  be	  lost	  within	  the	  next	  generation	  or	  
so.	   As	   a	   result	   of	   that,	   there	   is	   a	   strong	   emphasis	   from	   the	   participants	   that	   speaking	  
Hmong	  to	  the	  current	  generation	  is	  of	  great	  importance.	  	  
	  
Southeast	  Asian	  American	  Higher	  Education	  Access	  and	  Opportunities	  
	  
Note:	  No	  focus	  group	  discussion	  here,	  below	  is	  the	  author’s	  experience	  
	  
One	  of	   the	   obstacles	   that	   I	   encountered	  while	   attending	   college	  was	   that	   I	   did	  not	   know	  
where	   to	   go	   get	   help	   when	   needed.	   My	   transition	   from	   high	   school	   to	   college	   was	   not	  
smooth	  and	  I	  had	  to	  seek	  out	  and	  find	  my	  ways	  around,	  whether	  it	  be	  scheduling	  meetings	  
with	   a	   guidance	   counselor,	   taking	   the	   appropriate	   courses,	   re-­‐applying	   for	   financial	   aids,	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and	   so	   forth.	   To	   some	   students,	   this	   feeling	   of	   “lost	   and	   confusion”	   may	   be	   too	  
overwhelmed,	   hence,	   they	   may	   drop	   out	   of	   college	   before	   ever	   reaching	   their	   full	  
potentials.	   Providing	   Hmong	   American	   students	   with	   the	   adequate	   support	   and	  
encouragement	  will	  certainly	  assist	  them	  to	  move	  forward	  in	  their	  college	  endeavor.	  
	  
Having	   family	   support	   is	   one	   of	   the	   most	   significant	   contributions	   to	   my	   educational	  
achievement.	   My	   parents	   supported	   me	   throughout	   my	   educational	   years.	   As	   a	   kid,	   my	  
parents	  always	  made	  sure	  that	  I	  completed	  my	  homework	  before	  playing	  outside,	  watching	  
television,	  etc.	  They	  also	  provided	  comfortable	  space	  and	  time	  that	   led	  me	  to	  focus	  to	  my	  
full	   potentials.	   Though	   they	   could	   not	   help	   me	   academically,	   they	   provided	   the	  
psychological	   and	   financial	   support.	   Sometimes,	   the	  encouragement	  given	  by	   the	  parents	  
could	  make	  all	  the	  difference	  in	  a	  student’s	  life.	  	  	  
	  
One	  major	  reason	  why	  Hmong	  students	  dropped	  out	  of	  college	  is	  again,	  lack	  of	  role	  models,	  
caring,	  and	  guidance	  from	  school	  personnel.	  When	  the	  students	  need	  help,	  there	  is	  no	  one	  
to	  turn	  to	  who	  could	  understand	  them	  from	  their	  perspective.	  When	  they	  are	  confused	  and	  
feel	  hopeless,	   there	   is	  no	  one	  to	   look	  up	  to,	  and	  guide	  them	  in	   the	  right	  direction.	  People	  
without	  a	  sense	  of	  purpose	  in	  life	  and	  educational	  goals	  are	  the	  ones	  that	  are	  most	  likely	  to	  
not	  succeed.	  Undoubtedly,	  there	  is	  a	  need	  to	  promote	  positive	  encouragement	  and	  thinking	  
for	   not	   just	   Hmong	   students,	   but	   other	   Southeast	   Asian	   students	   as	   well,	   because	   I	   am	  
positive	  that	  they	  too,	  can	  be	  triumphant	  like	  the	  rest.	  	  
	  
Southeast	  Asian	  American	  Communities	  
	  
The	  participants	  agreed	  that	  the	  public,	  their	  own	  neighbors,	  and	  students	  at	  their	  schools	  
displayed	   a	   lack	   of	   comprehension	   about	   their	   culture.	   They	   recommended	   that	   schools	  
should	  promote	  more	  culture	  diversity	  so	  that	  the	  Hmong	  culture,	  as	  well	  as	  other	  cultures,	  
would	  be	  better	  acknowledged	  and	  appreciated.	  	  
	  
The	   participants	   perceived	   that	   certain	   organizations	   in	   their	   community,	   created	   to	  
support	   all	   Southeast	   Asians	   seem	   to	   be	   so	   far	   from	   reality.	   Some	   of	   the	   participants	  
expressed	  their	  anger	  and	  asserted	  that	  the	  organizations	  should	  improve	  and	  reexamine	  
their	  mission	  statements	  because	  Southeast	  Asian	  students,	  their	  parents,	  and	  lives	  are	  still	  
struggling	  each	  and	  everyday.	  	  
	  
The	   participants	   noted	   that	   compared	   to	   one	   generation	   ago,	  many	  Hmong	   students	   are	  
attending	   higher	   education.	   They	   feel	   that	  more	  Hmong	   American	  women	   are	   attending	  
college	  more	  than	  ever.	  Though	  this	  may	  be	  valid	  for	  these	  participants,	  it	  may	  not	  be	  valid	  
elsewhere.	  	  
	  
Participants	  feel	  that	  Hmong	  Americans	  in	  general,	  are	  still	  highly	  invisible	  within	  the	  host	  
society.	  Furthermore,	  Hmong	  Americans	  are	  situated	  at	  the	  very	  bottom	  of	  America’s	  social	  
class.	  Because	  of	   that,	   the	  participants	  agreed	  that	  more	  research	   is	  essential	   to	  convey	  a	  
better	  understanding	  and	  appreciation	  to	  the	  Hmong	  community,	  address	  their	  needs	  and	  
issues,	  and	  social	  mobility	  in	  America.	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